AN OPEN LETTER TO JEFFERSON PARISH SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS 


SUBJECT: Helen Cox High Sehool administrators’ student grades dispute 
FROM: Willie M. Zanders, Sr., Attorney for several administrators 

DATE: Monday, July 29, 2019 (12 Noon) 


HONORABLE BOARD MEMBERS, 

Please aeeept this letter as an extraordinary but legally neeessary request for 
Board Review of on behalf of three administrators from Helen Cox High Sehool. 
Board intervention is neeessary beeause Superintendent Cade Brumley and his 
subordinates prematurely aeeused them of wrongdoing before they eould explain 
why students were assigned eertain grades. Even worst, as of this date, neither 
Superintendent Brumley nor his staff have given the aeeused administrators the 
names or initials of the five students involved the dispute—making it impossible 
for them to explain the grades in question . One of my elients was suspended but 
had zero involvement with student grades (period). The publie has been given a 
fake news and hard-earned reputations have been damaged in the proeess. 

I believe the allegations involving five students who had to pass a eompeteney test 
to graduate May 2019 in no way eompares to the unreported faet that 
Superintendent Cade Brumley’s top administrators made a last minute push (two 
weeks before graduation) to inerease the sehool distriet’s graduation rate. 
Reportedly, more than seventy (70) students with exeessive absenees were on lists 
sent to all high sehools in the parish. Students who had missed several months of 
sehool were identified, re-enrolled, given on-line tests and fast-traeked to graduate 
with the 2018-19 elass. See the section below for more details. 

This letter eoneludes with a formal request for this Board to order the immediate 
re-instatement of the administrators at Helen Cox and that a speeial investigator 
be appointed to ensure that they reeeive due proeess, fairness and equal 
proteetion. This Board should also order an audit of all seniors who were allowed 
to re-enroll in Jefferson Parish high sehools in May 2019, just weeks before 
graduation. 


INSTRUCTIONS FROM AN ASSISTANT UNDER SUPERINTENDENT BRUMLEY 

Good morning all. 

One of the outcomes on May 7 ILT/Cluster was to track seniors that exited 18-19 
school year and re-engage to complete graduation requirements. 
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Therefore, please submit the eompleted eontact log along with appropriate 
graduation eheeklists for all of the students on the eontaet log sheet by Thursday, 
May 16 . 

If a student was on COA, do not submit a graduation eheeklist, and please indieate 
that the student was on COA in the notes eolumn of the eontaet log. 

Attached you will find the following: 

1. ILT/Cluster from May 7 

2. contact log with 12th graders who exited during 2018-2019 school year with 
non-legitimate leave codes 


ATTACHED LIST OF STUDENTS WITH EXCESSIVE, UNEXCUSED ABSENCES 
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The May 2019 “High Priority” email from Superintendent Cade Bromley’s staff 
instrueted Helen Cox High Sehool and all high sehools to re-enroll, “re-engage” 
and give online tests to help seniors graduate in two weeks despite having missed 
several months of sehool . Note: the “Leave Code” whieh shows the last day these 
students had attended Helen Cox High Sehool. 
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There were two “No Shows” as of August 9, 2018—perhaps students who never 
started the 2018-19 sehool year. Were any of these students among the five 
seniors that Helen Cox administrators were aeeused of “fixing grades” ? Again, 
my elients have not been given the names of the students who were involved . 


REPLY FROM AN ADMINSTRATOR AT HELEN COX HIGH SCHOOL WHO 
WAS SIMPLY FOLLOWING INSTRUCTIONS FROM THE CENTRAL OFFICE 

»> xxxxxxxxxxxxx 5/16/2019 4:20 PM »> 

Good Evening XXXXXXXXX, 

Attached is the work sheet of the re-engaged students for Helen Cox. We are proud that four of 
the five returned, were given their requirements and placed in their Plato classes for their 
graduation eligibility. 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxx 


SUPERINTENDENT BRUMLEY AND HIS TOP ASSISTANT ON THE INCREASED 
GRADUATION RATE: “THIS IS AN INCREASE WORTH CELEBRATING” ! 
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Graduation Rate Increases in Jefferson Parish Schools 

May 15, 2019 

The Louisiana Department of Education announced graduation outcomes for the 
Class of 2018 today and Jefferson Parish Schools’ graduation rate improved by 
1.6%. The district’s 2018 cohort graduation rate is 73.4. That’s ajump from 71.8% 
the previous year. 

“This is an increase worth celebrating, as it means more students earned their high 
school diploma than in previous years,” said JP Schools Superintendent Dr. Cade 
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Brumley. “It also solidifies the need to eontinue pushing for better outeomes for all 
students.” 

Last spring and summer, the district launched a coordinated effort to identify each 
senior’s status towards graduation. School and district leaders also analyzed data to 
locate students at risk of not graduating and worked alongside those families to help 
students succeed. 

“We don’t want any of our kids to lose out,” said JP Schools Chief of Schools Dr. 
James Gray. “The more education someone gets, the better off they will be in life. 
It’s important that we always go the extra mile to prepare our students for life after 
high school.” 


AN INVESTIGATE INTO POSSIBLE VIOLATION OF STATE LAW IS WARRANTED 

Unlike the rush to judgment by Jefferson Parish sehool offieials, I will not say 
state law has been violated and ean only hope that the mandate to “Re-engage 
students” was not in violation of Louisiana law that requires a student to attend 
sehool 167 days per year to be eligible for graduation. 

Louisiana Revised Statute 28:1103 
Error! Reference source not found. 

G. Elementary students shall be in attendanee a minimum of 
60,120 minutes (equivalent to 167 six-hour days) a sehool year. In 
order to be eligible to reeeive grades, high school students shall be 
in attendance a minimum of 30,060 minutes (equivalent to 83.5 
six-hour sehool days), per semester or 60,120 minutes (equivalent 
to 167 six-hour school days) a school year for schools not 
operating on a semester basis. 


However, unexcused absences cannot not be made up and “Students shall be given 
failing grades in those days missed and shall not be given an opportunity to make up 
work.” 

Louisiana Revised Statute 28:1105 
§1105. Types of Absences 

D. Unexcused Absence—a.ny absence not meeting the requirements 
set forth in the excused absence and extenuating circumstances 
definitions, including but not limited to absences due to any job 
(including agriculture and domestic services, even in their own 
homes or for their own parents or tutors) unless it is part of an 
approved instructional program. Students shall be given failing 
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grades in those days missed and shall not be given an opportunity to 
make up work. 

BACK TO THE PREMATURE AND UNINFORMED ALLEGATIONS ABOUT 
“GRADE FIXING” AND “RECORDS FRAUD” 

Below, are four (4) eommon, neeessary and eompletely legal reasons why sehool 
administrators in Jefferson Parish Publie Sehools ehange or manually assign 
student grades. Uninformed observers or even Board members may confuse 
assigning a student a grade with “changing” a student’s grade. Changing a grade 
from “F” to “D” or replacing a “X” for excessive absences with a letter grade is not 
grade fixing or record fraud—it’s doing one’s job as a teacher, principal or 
counselor. 

No public servant should be falsely accused of such a serious offense as grade 

fixing - especially against a recent “Principal of the Year” whose school 

consistently had one of the highest graduation rates in the school district and 
an unblemished employment record. It is both sad and un-American that school 
employees are subjected to public ridicule and humiliation based on premature, 

unsubstantiated and half-baked allegations . 

a) “Grade fixing” and “records fraud” at Helen Cox High School 
dominated several news cycles last week, but now we have enough 
information to help these employees fight to save their good name 
and to teach students they love. 


Four Helen Cox HS administrators on paid leave after 
‘records fraud’ investigation, JP Superintendent says 

The LENS, by Marta Jewson \ July 22, 2019 

Four Helen Cox High School administrators in the Jefferson Parish 
Public School System are on paid leave amid an investigation into 
improper grade changes that affected five students, Superintendent 
Cade Brumley told The Lens Monday. 

“We found that as we did our investigation, five students who had 
received their diploma in May, they had a grade changed in one of 
courses,” Brumley said. 

The district received the information about the so-called “records 
fraud ” and launched the investigation after graduation, Brumley said. 
The five students each had a grade changed in a different course. 
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Brumley did not provide specifics on the nature of the changes, 
saying only that the grades ... increased in the students’ favor. 

b) School officials should have informed the public there are 
several mandated or valid reasons to change student grades. 

1. According to Louisiana State Department of Education Bulletin 741, Section 
2318, a student who scores “Approaching Basic” in English I, II, Algebra or 
Geometry on LEAP 2025 Tests should receive a letter grade no lower than “D”. 
When these state- mandated grade ehanges are made by sehool administrators 
for graduating seniors they should not be falsely labelled “aeademie fraud. See 
attachment “A” for the state’s grade conversion chart. 

2. Manual ehanges of students’ grades are mandated when a student has a 
substitute teaeher who is not qualified to enter grades. During the 2018-19 
Sehool Year, Helen Cox had many short-term and long-term substitute teaehers. 
Counsellors and the Assistant Prineipals were required to manually enter grades 
for those students. 

3. Under Jefferson Parish Sehool Board Poliey, a teaeher’s determination of a 
student’s grade may be ehanged or altered when the building level administrator 
has determined that the grade is in error, or the grade is demonstrably 
ineonsistent with the teaeher’s grading poliey. 

4. Additionally, manual ehanges are allowed in “Make Up Seat Time” (MUST) 
when a student with exeessive absenees has sueeessfully eompleted required 
hours of makeup time on Saturdays or after sehool. Note: In those instances, 
an “X” is manually removed and replaced with letter grade by Counsellor, 
Assistant Principal or Principal. 

c) School Board policy mandates confidential investigations but 
Helen Cox employees have been “convicted” in the media by 
school officials who love to be quoted in the media. 

Two suspended employees did not submit rebuttal statements to Superintendent 
Cade Brumley until Friday, July 26, 2019, but as early as July 22"^^, their names 
and reputations had been damaged by statements from various school officials. 

Staff reporters for The Times-Piea 5 nj.ne/New Orleans Advoeates made a quantum 
leap to allegations of eriminal wrongdoing at Kennedy High Sehool in New 
Orleans whieh was totally different from the faets involved in the Helen Cox 
matter. But based on the fake news, Helen Cox administrators are guilty until 
proven innoeent . 


6 


The Helen Cox revelation eomes just weeks after dozens of seniors 
at John F. Kennedy High Sehool in New Orleans had their diplomas 
revoked after a massive eontroversy unfolded at New Beginnings 
Sehools Foundation, the sehool’s eharter operator, involving grade¬ 
fixing and other serious eredit-related problems for students in 
multiple grades. 

While the release of full investigation results from the New 
Beginnings fiaseo is still pending, the eharter’s board voted 
unanimously last week to surrender the eharters for both of the 
organization’s sehools — Kennedy High and Pierre A. Capdau 
Charter Sehool — by the end of the 2019-20 sehool year. 

Aeeording to the newspaper. Superintendent Brumley “did not provide speeifies 
on the nature of the ehanges, saying only that the grades inereased in the 
students’ favor.” Why didn’t the reporters ask the suspended administrators or 
their attorneys for their side of the story ? 


A FORMAL REQUEST FOR BOARD INTERVENTION 

Due process and equal protection under the law are required in this 
employment dispute. 

It is fundamentally unfair and a denied of equal proteetion under the law for 
Superintendent Brumley to suspend and seek to terminate the three Helen Cox 
High Sehool administrators I represent based on allegations made by 
disgruntled employees or bullied by the Superintendent’s investigative staff — 
when dozens of high sehool dropouts were re-enrolled and allowed to graduate 
after missing 3, 4 or 5 months of sehool. 


Even though Superintendent Brumley had not gotten a verbal or written 
explanation from any of my elients at the time, his top assistant was part of the 
aeeusatory and investigative team who rushed to judgment: 

In a press release, Jefferson Parish Chief of Sehools James Gray is 
quoted as saying: “The aetions ... do not speak for what we stand for 
here in Jefferson Parish sehools,” Gray said. “We’re building a 
eulture where people feel safe eoming forward any time they see 
someone doing wrong by kids.” 

Speaking of the “aeeusatory and investigative” team in Superintendent Bromley’s 

Department of Human Resourees, I will save my observations - exeept to 

report that one or more staff persons intimidated, threatened and eneouraged 
my elients to resign or retire as soon as unproven allegations are made against 
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them. Central Offiee staff persons allegedly bullied eo-workers of the aeeused— 
-pressuring them to write statements supporting the administration’s 
predetermined position. Sooner or later, these sehool offieials will know what real 
“due proeess” looks like. 

IN CONCLUSION 

This Board needs to intervene for three reasons based on federal law. The Helen 
Cox administrators are being denied due proeess and equal proteetion of law 
under Louisiana law and the 14th Amendment to the U. S. Constitution. When 
an employer ereates and disseminates a false and defamatory impression about 
an employee in eonneetion with his termination, it deprives the employee of a 
proteeted liberty interest under the 14^^ Amendment. 

No State shall make or enforee any law whieh shall abridge the 
privileges or immunities of eitizens of the United States; nor shall 
any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due 
proeess of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdietion the 
equal proteetion of the laws . 

Absent a full, fair and independent opportunity to elear their good names and 
employment..., the Helen Cox administrators will be denied their proteeted 
liberty interest under the 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. 

The unreported allegations involving the efforts of Superintendent Cade Brumley 
staff to re-enroll high sehool dropouts (seniors who had been absent for months) 
and put them on a fast-traek to graduate is a possible violation of state law. This 
praetiee is far more egregious than unproven Helen Cox allegations involving five 
graduates. 

It is most unfortunate that this employment dispute has beeome a major 
distraetion beeause Helen Cox students are some of the smartest and brightest 
in the state. They need to see how due proeess works; how the Ameriean 
Constitution works. However, Superintendent Cade Brumley’s Offiee has shown 
them how publie shaming works. This Board needs to teaeh the right lesson: 
“What is good for the goose is good for the gander.” Time is of the essenee and 
thanks in advanee for eonsidering this extremely important mater. 

Sineerely, 

s/Wi£iie Zandefca 

Attorney Willie Zanders, Sr. 
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LLIP 2925 Hi^ School Tests Scile Score to Grade Scale CoBTersioi Tables 

Smdeius enroLed m a coune for Tvhich there is a I£AP 2025 High School test must take the test (Sui/efin 741, 
Sicnon 2JJS) The LEA? 2025 Bgb School test score shall cowt a percenage of the snident's ^ grade for 
the couTae The percecta^ must be bet«^ 15 and 30 psrcesu inchisn'e. and shall be deteimined by the local 
district The LCOE provides comersicc tables to he^ districts ^lor the LLAP 2025 High School tests scores 
into final course erades 

The folloiniig table shows the lelaaoEship among HAP 2025 achiei’emenr levels, scale scores, grade scale 
scores based on the umfocm gndmg scale (93 S5 75 67 OX and the conesponding letter grade 
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